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Exner 1 

INTRODXTION 

Some nation states are born out of revoluhon Others anse through conquest or post-war pamtlon of larger 

states by victors Few, however, have independence forced upon them as Smgapore &d On August 9. 1965, 

after several stormy years attemptmg to integrate m a post-colomal federation, It was unexpectedly expelled from 

Malaysm. Fortunately for Singapore, it was led by Lee Kuan Yew 

HIS, remarkable success m estabhshmg a stable government and transformmg Smgapore mto a regional 

economic powerhouse has made the “Smgapore Model” one of the most closely stubed patterns among 

developmg nahons Singapore enjoyed sustamed growth and polmcal stab&y dunng a penod when other 

reglonal states expenenced much turbulence An economic peer of Cfule, Argentma, and Mexico thmy years 

ago, Its per capita GNP 1s over four hmes thex’s today ’ Its attamments have been so shmmng that some have 

suggested that Singapore may echpse Hong Kong as the leadmg tradmg center m Asia m the future 

Yei despite its success Lee’s Smgapore has been widely cnhcized for the sacllfice of clvd hbertles which 

accompamed its progress Lee’s authontanan style and the unsavory racial and eugenic overtones of some of his 

pohccres trouble many observers and may lunlt the apphcabfilty of Singapore’s successes to other counmes 

Wliether worthy of emulahon or not, both cnhcs and supporters acknowledge Lee’s crucial role m the 

outcome Singapore’s success was by no means mentable The challenges facing the new MhOn were so 

dauntmg, its success so spectacular. and his lmprmt so pervasive. that Smgapore’s flour&ung economy and 

stable pohty are unqueshonably atmbutable to Lee’s personal leadership He has been achvely involved m nearly 

every maJor declslon affectmg Smgapore’s development He devised the grand strategy, set short and long term 

goals, identified threats. developed plans, and oversaw then unplementahon He was philosopher. architect and 

bmlder of the new nanon Thus, to understand the emergence of Singapore, one must understand Lee Kuan Yew 

This paper begms by &scussmg his background and approach to statecraft. Next it examines Smgapore’s 

nahonal interests as Lee saw them, mcludmg threats he perceived, goals he set, and how he matched his hmited 

resources to those goals through his pobcles Finally, It touches on some undesuable effects of his pohcles 

PROFILE OF LEE KUAN YEW 

Lee Kuan Yew’s personahty is complex and eCkChC, and it Integrates his values and the elements of h.s 

background m a highly rahonal and consistent fashion Above all, Lee is a realist analytic, calculatmg, and 

pragmatic He looks to technology and mtellect to find solutions to problems, yet this fath 1s tempered by an 
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understandmg of psychology and pOlihCS urlth all thex inherent mhOIE&ty He blends the theorehcal and the 

practical, the rational and mahOnd, m ha assessment of what IS desrrable and what is possible, matchmg ends to 

means F this context, Lee 1s visionary, but his “visions” must stall make sense In Lee Kuan Yew’s economy 

of values, even ideals are Judged by their uhlity 

Lee is an excephonally bnlbant man who knows it I-& intellectual self-confidence frees bun to adJUSt 

social theones or meld them with concepts from other &sclplmes to smt Singapore’s unique situation HZG 

power, past success, and control of the media msukue bun from many of the pOlihCd consequences of CrIhCsSm 

Thus, he is free to mo&fy his plans and his underlying theorehcal approach to problems whenever accumulatmg 

evidence dictates a change That 1s also why he is often so frank and iIIIpOhhC, he 1s m control and has no 

reason to hide behmd pohtlcally correct euphemisms * tis candor is not meant to shock, but to mform 

Unfortunately. this convichon of tis own mtellectual supenonty has also “liberated” bun fi-om the need to 

ask the people what they want, since he and his elites know what 1s best for them It mamfests itself m 

contempt for the opinions of others he regards as less quahfied, unwllhngness to consider the validity of cnhques 

of his pohcles, and callous unpahence with those who do not agree with bun He generally regards &ssent as a 

function of Intellectual, cultural, or moral mfenonty, dehberate obtuseness, or oumght rebelbon For example, 

after Lee, estabhshed the Immersion Scheme to tram the top 8% of students m special schools, he spoke to some 

educators to present his plan “I am trymg to explam why tlus pohcy 1s nght,” he ssud “If you are convmced 

[then] ltnplement it The altematlve is to weed out those who &agree and install people who agree ‘I3 

Concernmg others who queshoned Its wisdom, he sad, “I cannot allow them to hold up the rescue operanon n4 

Lee bends knowledge and people to his own purposes, but what are those ends? Lee hunself defined his 

pnnclpal sun m lus 1973 New Year’s message when he sad, “The greatest SatlSfaChOn m hfe comes from 

achievement To a&eve is to be happy ‘I5 Lee feels that his area of achievement lies m Creahng a stable, well 

ordered society where “everyone can have the maxlfnum enjoyment of ha freedoms ‘16 

HIS values are au amalgam of relahvlsm and ldeabsm fis expenence under the Japanese occupahon and 

subsequent struggles agamst the communist party taught bun the unperative of realpobhk This is moderated by 

some trzuhnonal values Lee holds to the supenonty of Confucmmsm over Western values, and has a deep sense 

of duty, responslblhty, mtegnty, and self-control Yet even these are held not because they are true, but because 

they are needful to a well ordered society Because of then utdlty, he is willing to treat them as absolutes 
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Lee’s altnustlc wslon and purpose of achievement have shaped his use of power and prevented its 

COITUphOn and degenerahon into a despohc tblrst for control Fhs power, whde sometunes harshly applied, has 

generally been used accordmg to the outlmes of bus pnnclples and m a relahvely selfless fashion That has not 

necessanly made it “kmder and gentler )I He 1s ruthless to adversanes, unpqmg, and m&fferent to the 

sensmvlties of those he considers his mfenors, especially m the realm of social plannmg and polmcal acuvlty 

fis social Darwmlst beliefs have created a mentocracy which has left many of the weak behmd Yet. he has not 

acted out’ of mabce For hum, power and control are amassed and protected for theu usefulness m lmplementmg 

the pohaes he deems best for his people Even the groommg of his own son as hzs replacement sprmgs more 

from concerns about the endurance of ha work than from nepohsm smce, for Lee Kuan Yew, lastmg 

accomphshment 1s the ulumate measure of success 

Whatever his motlvahon, Lee has apphed tis power wrth great mslght to the challenges Smgapore faced m 

its early years We now turn to those threats 

RESOURCES IJXERESTS. GOALS AND POLICIES LEE’S STATECRAFT 

In 1965, Smgapore’s resources were hnuted but slgmficant strategic geographic location, a large Chmese 

popzrkznon with a stablllzmg czdture that valued hard work, self-rehance, and so& conformity, and near- 

monopohstlc polttlcal conrroZ by his Peoples’ Achon Party (PAP) whch would facilitate rapid unplementauon of 

his programs By his keen apphcahon of all instruments of statecraft, Lee maxumzed the value of these assets 

for meetmg Smgapore’s many challenges Lee constructed tius grand strategy around three pnnclpal natzonal 

Werests sunwal, secur@, and stab&y He felt that each of those Interests could be met by achlevmg the 

parallel goals of econonuc growth, regional cooperanon, and domesnc order 

Goal 1 Econonuc Growh 

In 1965, the greatest threat to Singapore’s nauonal survwal lay m her dependency on Malaysia Only 

three ye&s before, a United Nahons committee opmed that an independent Smgapore would not be viable 

because of its rehance on its former federahon partner for trade, water, and other essennals ’ External threats 

were secondary to the more immedMe imperahve of economic survival In Lee s eyes, ftiure to develop the 

economy would cause domestic unrest and make Smgapore more suscepuble to msurgency and foreign 

dormnation Therefore, Lee‘s first goal was to delelo:, economtc znde?endence and growth by &verslfymg 

busmess acuvmes and broadenmg tradmg partners 
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Lee chose to follow a form of gzlzded economy which was neither soaahst nor capltallst Under this form, 

the government planned and supervlsed economic development, improved the economic mfrastructure to attract 

foreign mvestors, encouraged mdustry through tax breaks and other mcentives, estabhshed pro-busmess 

regulauons, fostered educauon and trammg m needed slulls, and provided &ect government support, investment. 

and pamcipatlon m development of key mdusmes such as bankmg shlppmg, and refmmg The government also 

kept mfl&on low and held down wages, even after full employment was achieved m the early 197Os*, whale 

resmcuve labor laws mmunlzed smkes and labor unrest The government kud down pohcles whch encouraged 

savmgs and investment. and rased local capital through mandatory pamclpatlon m the Central Promdent Fund 

This ensured that Smgaporeans would own a substanual portlon of the= raprdly expandmg economy Wltb 

appropnate government guidance and encouragement, Lee thought that the free enterpnse system would power 

the economic transformauon of Smgapore ’ 

Given Lee’s background, it IS not surpnsmg that educanon was a key tool of efforts to gmde the economy 

In the early days of mdependence, it consumed nearly one thu-d of the nauonal budget The educahon system 

was modified to enhance the uuhty of the workforce to foreign mvestors Before mdependence, the government 

had expanded the low-end JObS to absorb a large pool of unemployed low-shall workers Lee’s government 

expanded trammg m key vocational areas needed to support Its expansion of certam mdusmes Early aptitude 

teShng was used to fit each person on the “talent pyramid” and tram them to fill a place on the “expemse 

pyramld"'" Lee arrested a perceived bram dram by unposmg heavy costs on parents who educated then ch&lren 

abroad A mentocracy was estabhshed where the bnghtest students were given generous scholarships and 

opporhmmes, while others were encouraged by various mcenuves to find theE place m society *’ 

Land eater. and honsztzg contmued to be potenhdly serious vulnerablhhes The government mstltuted an 

ambihous program of land reclamation and reprogrammed current use of land to fit mto long term plans This 

Included a slgmficant increase m water catchment areas to reduce dependence on Malaysm Mass transit was 

vastly expanded and smct vehicle unport limits were set to reduce the burden on the road mfrastructure 

Lee’s government made a conscious declslon to forgo any attempt at agncultural mdependence and instead 

focused land use on construcuon of government houszng tis was bmlt m locauons which &smbuted the 

population closer to developing areas and away from congested ones By selhng government-constructed homes 

to the residents, Lee encouraged owner mterest, reduced upkeep costs, and returned capital to the government for 
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remvestment m other programs By 1980, 70% of Smgaporeans owned then homes Addmonally, movement of 

large segments of the POpUkihOU into government housing projects broke up tradmonal neighborhoods, reducmg 

ethmc msulanty and mcreasmg the role of the nauonal government m the hves of most Smgaporeans 

Lee was concerned that Smgapore s popzdatzon would expand faster than the economy and mfrastructure 

could grow to absorb It He set a long term maximum pOpUkihOU goal of four mllllon and offered government 

stenhzation pro,ms, legahzed aborhon. and educahonal and Job mcenuves to famlhes who lmuted ibex size 

Those who &d not were penahzed by loss of educatlonal preference, cmzulment of m&Cal benefits, and other 

costs, mcludmg pressure from government campagns Singapore’s populauon control program, while successful 

m reduclp; bmh rates, was controversial because of Lee’s proposals for tismcenuves to lmut families of the 

poor and umntelhgent and encouragement of the elite and well-educated to have more ch&lren 

I-hs efforts to build a sound economy whrle developmg Smgapore’s mfrastmcture were very successful 

Yet, they owe much of the= success to Lee’s mtematlonal &plomacy which permitted mternal development 

Goal 2 Regzonal Cooperanon 

Lee’s diplomacy emphasized non-alzgnment and cooperahon ms first challenge was to mamtam cntlcal 

lmks to Malaysia whle developing economic ties with other nations This was comphcated by residual stram 

from Singapore’s expulsion and by tenslons with both Moslem neighbors. Indonesia and Malaysia, uneasy with 

the etbm&lly-Chmese city-state which lay between them He slallfully played Malayslan and Indonesian 

interests agamst each other, and portrayed Smgapore as an economic partner rather than competitor By 

developltig complementary mdusmes and mutually favorable trade agreements, he increased interdependence, 

cementmg relauons wltb several highly successful &plOUEthC mps 

Lee’s &plomatlc maneuvenng for economic development was further complicated by Smgapore’s nulztary 

securzzy problems England mlhally agreed to keep her secunty forces m Smgapore after mdependence, 

permldg concentrahon of nahonal resources towards economic development durmg the first years of 

Singapore s independence When Bntam m&cated it would pull out and then accelerated its wlthdrawal 

tunetable, Lee traveled to England and successfully appealed for a delay This gave Smgapore tune to develop 

its own armed forces which it &d pnmanly through natzonaE service After resolvmg some problems with its 

Moslem neighbors over its use of Israel advIsors, Singapore estabbshed a defense force adequate to replace the 

Bnush umbrella while mamtammg a non-abgnment which preserved its freedom to expand economically 
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Several factors reduced Chma’s potenhally &srupuve role The Bnush, who had successfully neutrahzed 

an earher communist msurgency m Malaysm, provided a sense of secunty unul they left Also, durmg this 

penod, Chma’s ventures m Tibet and Southeast Asm &stracted it from a major effort m the area Then. after the 

fall of South Vlemam and Camboti signalled a rapid declme of U S influence, Lee went to Chma to reaffii 

his non-ahgned status By then, Chma had begun movmg towards hmited market pamclpauon and was lookmg 

toward Hong Kong’s return m 1997 Since then Its compeutlon has become more economic than polmcal 

Goal 3 Domestzc Order and Control 

A stable society was CnhCd to Smgapore’s economic development Although the dommant Chmese 

culture pcovlded stabtizmg values, the existence of many Merent ethmc groups with dvergent and potenhally 

&vlsive cultural backgrounds posed a threat to nauonal unity As lmtlal hopes for reumficahon urlth Malaysm 

faded, It became clear that Singapore needed to develop a sense of Its own nahonal ldenuty 

Lee pernutted some cultural &verslty and pubhcly pmsed certam posmve aspects of each culture. all the 

while rewardmg conformity to I'MhOEd values He encouraged the more bemgn aspects of ethnic culture. but 

expunged the pohucal mamfestahons of ethnic smgulanty These latter he regarded as &msive to the overall 

community and the national goal of developm; a Smgaporean idenhty Acuvlst IIahOndlShC OrgaIUzahOnS were 

systemat&ly pushed off the polmcal stage by various means such as government harassment, demal of funds, 

mvesugahon of the finances of the orgamzatlon and its leaders, cnmmal prosecution for mmor offenses, and hbel 

suits ~19 heavy fines agamst its leaders 

A shared language would strengthen nahOEd umty, yet here Lee showed restramt and flexlblllty While 

he valued Chmese culture for its values, he recogmzed the Importance of the Enghsh language for Smgapore’s 

economic growth But rather than attempt to legislate a solution, Lee engmeered mcenuves and costs related to 

specific =conomlc and educational outcomes and allowed the “free market” of choice to brmg about change. thus 

avoldmg a potenually &vlslve domesuc Issue 

Lee controlled opposluon polmcal orgamzahons, the press, and student protesters with the same tools he 

used to control ethnic groups Particularly annoymg cnucs were silenced unth harassmg cnmmal or clvd 

proceedmgs Pubhcatlons had to be re-cerufied annually, and more troublesome ones were shut down by 

pressmg financial msumtlons to foreclose on them. Excessively acuvlst students lost government scholarships 

and grants, orgamzers were unpnsoned, and foreign student protesters were simply expelled By carefully usmg 
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the full spectrum of such du-ect and mdnect mstmments to mumldate, moderate, or stience opponuon, the 

government effechvely controlled polmcal assent without creatmg a large number of martyrs 

The key factor underlymg the successful control of these groups was the near-monopoly of pOhhCd power 

enjoyed by Lee’s Peoples’ Action Party (PAP) Havmg already emerged as the dommant polltlcal force by 

1965, the PAP consohdated its posihon over the years m several ways Though defamed for suppression of 

opposmon most of its power was denved m more convenhonal ways The PAP expanded its influence through 

patronage and admmlstrahon of government faclhues and programs ranging from court appointments to runmng 

kmdergartens and housmg offices This, coupled with Its grass-roots polihcal organizahon, enabled it to stay m 

touch with most cmzens, though the communlcahon was often one way Lee’s clear, persuasive aruculahon and 

fierce defense of his programs also won wide support, whle the broad success of hs economic programs usually 

reduced rhe opposmon to issues commandmg a narrow consutuency As the Party’s power grew, Lee 

demonstrated adroitness at mampulaung leglslatlon which would have resmcted its power As a result, m tune, 

the PAP became ldenhfied with the state due to its dommance and mfluence 

The negahve impact of tha control is clear Restrzcted freedom of speech and the press resulted m muted 

opposition, madequate dialogue on some issues, and a stenle mtellectual atmosphere Many mnocent m&vlduals 

were un&stly harassed and even Jtied at the government’s behest Yet most Smgaporeans felt that m&vldual 

clvd hberues m the U S model were not as vital to the nahon as estabhshmg and mamtammg soaal umty and 

order, especially m hght of the hsorder faced by other regional counmes There was broad consensus that 

m&vidup must subordmate theu welfare to that of the group, be it family or nauon 

Another problem has only recently received attenhon Singapore has Just begun mandatory moral and 

rehgious mumng to compensate for a Zoss of cultural 1 alues This plunge mto moral educahon IS based on 

pragmatic concerns Lee womes that “unless they have sohd values they could waste theu money They 

will not bnng up then children properly Sooner or later, society wtil degenerate “” He adds, “The place of 

culture and religion is to serve the state. to affmn and vahdate values the state is not yet strong enough to evoke 

m Its own nghL”13 If that is so, they cannot fulfil thex function, smce the strength of a moral idea lies m its 

claun to truth Here, Lee‘s candor betrays bun, for m advocatmg “moral education” purely on the basis of Its 

ut&ar~an value, he undermmes Its claun to transcendence Havmg subordmated etbmc and rehglous vltahty to 

nauonal order and umty, Lee has made prospenty the new “oplate of the people ” Without some relaxanon of 
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resmcuon on the “mner-freedoms,” Lee’s efforts to morabze his people are doomed to f& As Mmchm aptly 

notes, “It 1s puzzlmg that a Pnme timster so concerned to unprove productivity and mtelhgence to theu utmost 

should have pad so httle ZittenhOn to those elements of nurture most hkely to achieve his heart’s desxe “l’ 

Nonetheless, the firm controls have had the= desuzd unpact on reducmg tensions between ethnic and 

pohucal groups The rekihve absence of a vigorous opposition gave the government the polmcal stab&y and 

tune it needed to unplement and carry through long-range projects mthout soclauy cfivlslve m-fightmg The 

PAP was able to debcate its resources to makmg its policies work. rather than overcommg roadblocks set up by 

an opposrhon party It was also able to mculcate a generahon of Smgaporeans with the evolvmg unage of 

Smgaporean identity Most importantly, Singapore has been able to retam a smgle government m power for over 

thnty years, one wltb a smgularly clear and consistent view of its goals and pollcles This provided the stable 

economic and social environment for Singapore to estabhsh Itself as a viable nahonal entlty wlthout being 

wracked by ethnic, rehglous, and pOlihCd smfe which many feared would hobble the new country Steady 

ZipphCahOn of prudent government economic pohcles. fed by the foreign mvestment which flowed m durmg 

those years, has sustamed Smgapore’s economic expansion and strengthened its posluon for the future 

CONCLUSION 

Statecraft IS more than the dry apphcahon of means to ends or formulation of soluuons to problems It 

mvolves the h&ly personal mteraction of a leader with ail m&vlduals. groups, and nations involved m the 

problems he faces Lee’s statecraft &splayed the full spectrum of “soft” techniques f+om pure persuasion to 

economic coercion. applied \srlth a clear but IediShC vlslon of what could and ought to be done for Singapore 

Under Lee, Singapore has become a success by nearly every common measure econonuc prospenty, 

nahonal stabdlty and unity, and mtemahonal stature Bamng mtwnahOnd economic upheaval, Smgapore should 

remam strong. for its roots are deep After tlnrty years, Lee has left his mark on nearly every major mSUtUhOn 

m Smgahre l+s “model” has become a pOllhCd habit, a complex, highly rauonal approach for mtegratmg all 

nahOXil problems, economic, socml, and pohucal, and developmg comprehensive soluuons 

Of course, problems remam, such as freedom of expresslon and cultural ddUhOn But Lee could not be 

expected to overcome all Smgapore’s challenges without creatmg others It remans for Smgapore to work those 

out after he moves off the stage Whatever hutory’s Judgment, Lee Kuan Yew, always more concerned with 

gettmg results than gettmg cre&t, probably won’t mmd, Just as long as Smgapore’s future IS as bnght as its past 
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